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Mary and her ‘Little 
Lambs’ launch a war 
How a determined dowager used her money 
and political savvy to force Nixon S hand 

ear the end of his life, Richard 
Nixon said that declaring war on N cancer in 1971 was his presiden- 

cy’s greatest domestic achievement. But 
at the time he made the battle cry, Nixon 
cared little about curing cancer. He was 
pushed into his bold pronouncement by 
the adroit political maneuvering of a 
wealthv New York DhilanthroDist named 

Miry Woodaid Lasker. 
She liked to call her- 

self a “self-employed 
health lobbyist,” but the 
truth is that for nearly 
half a century she was 
the single most influen- 

tial figure behind the Li ldup  of federal 
funds for biomedical research, according 
to revelations in her private papers re- 
viewed by U.S. News and interviews with 
many of the participants. Mary and her 
“Little Lambs,” a circle of socialites, 
congressmen and doctors, drove Con- 
gress to boost the budget of 
the  National Institutes of 
Health from $2.8 million in 
1945 to $11 billion in 1994, 
when she died at the age of 93. 

Lasker worked her magic 
with charm, facts and money. 
(It had been earned by her late 
husband, Albert, an advertis- 
ing genius who, among other 
things, persuaded women to 
take up smoking with the slo- 
gan, ”Reach for a Lucky in- 
stead of a sweet.”) She called 
former House Speaker Tip 
O’Neill “Darling Tip” and ob- 
tained the then exDerimenta1 

tee, a group founded, funded and some- 
times exclusively staffed by Lasker her- 
self. “Cancer will strike 1 out of every 4 
Americans now alive,” she warned in 
1958 in one of her fact books. 

Rocky relationship. U p  went the NIH 
budget. “Heart disease and cancer have 
more money because they are majoI 
causes of death,” she once remarked. 
“Members of Congress can understand 
that.” But for all her political acumen, 
Lasker found herself frozen out of the 
Nixon White House. In her oral history. 
which was sealed until her death, Lasker 
lamented, “Six members of his staff are 
Christian Scientists, and they are conse- 
quently totally opposed to research and 
medicine.” Lasker had failed to support 
Nixon in either of his presidential bids. 
And she hated that Nixon wanted budg- 
et cuts at NIH, which had been at about 
$1 billion when he took office. 

Lasker and her cronies drafted a dra- 
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drug L-dopa for f&mer Sen. 
Lister Hill, whose wife suffered from Par- 
kinson’s disease. Lasker made her way 
into the Kennedy White House by writ- 
ing Jackie the first check - for $10,000 - 
to redecorate the White House. 

Generous contributions to the war 
chests of congressmen on key commit- 
tees got her in the door. Once there, she 
plied them with expensive ties from Eu- 
rope and health fact books published by 
the National Health Education Commit- 
- 
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matic plan for reawakening the public’s 
interest in biomedical research: a war on 
cancer. In December 1969, the New York 
Times ran a full-page advertisement, 
paid for by the Citizens Committee for 
the Conquest of Cancer (another of 
Lasker’s committees of one). “President 
Nixon, You Can Cure Cancer,” blared 
the headline. “We lack only the will and 
the kind of money and comprehensive 
planning that went into putting a man on 

le moon. Why don’t we try to w q u e r  
incer by America’s 200th birthday”” 
Scientifically, the ad was pur: I * i i l L I -  

, and researchers at the Nationdl C . ~ n -  
:r Institute were privately unnerved by 
They had no hope of finding ‘I cure 

I 1976 for a disease that vas still 
irouded in mystery. Politically the ad 
as sheer genius. Lasker chortled tha t  
cost her $22,000, but “the i bh l te  

ouse got between 6,000 and 8,000 let- 
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Crs.” Still, Nixon carried out his threat 
curb runaway domestic spending and 

vetoed a bill that would have raised the 
NIH budget by $64 million. 

Lasker then threw down her trump 
Card, enlisting the help of Nixon’s long- 
time supporter and friend Elmer Bobst, 
thairman of pharmaceutical giant 
Warner-Lambert. Bobst had brought 
&on to New York and set him up in law 
Practice after his defeat in the 1962 gov- 

MARY LASKER, 1900-1994, 

PHILANTHROPIST / ACTIVIST 

FAITH IN RESEARCH 
I am opposd to heart at- 1 tacks, cancer and stroke 
the way I am opposed to sin,” 
she said. That’s why she backed 
all manner of medical research 
throughout her life. In later 
years, she was devoted to find- 
ing a cure for cancer and mount- 
ed the campaign that resulted 
in Richard Nixon’s backing fund- 
ing for the war In 1971 (far left). 
Some 54 winners of her prestl- 
glous science award have sub- 
sequently won the Nobel Prlze. 

ernor’s race in California. At a 
meeting in New York in 1970, 
Lasker told Bobst to “call in the 
chips” and urge the president to 
act against cancer. Nixon, recalls 
Elliot Richardson, then secre- 
tary of health, education and 
welfare, “was anxious to d o  
something to please Bobst.” But 
he was not yet prepared to com- 
mit more money to the NIH. 

The Kennedy threat. Nixon 
changed his mind in January 
1971, when Ted Kennedy as- 
sumed control of the key health 
committee in the Senate. Ken- 
nedy was one of Lasker’s allies; 
his first speech after Chappa- 
quiddick was at a testimonial 
dinner for one of Mary’s lambs. 
The White House worried that 
Kennedy would run for presi- 
dent in 1972, Richardson re- 
calls, and “we didn’t want to 
give [him] the issue.” 

Nixon took up Lasker’s ban- 
ner in his State of the Union 
address on Jan. 22, 1971, pledg- 
ing “$100 million to launch an 
intensive campaign to find a 
cure for cancer.” When asked 
where his sudden interest in 

medicine came from, Nixon told report- 
ers his favorite aunt had died of cancer. 

Three months later, the conquest of 
cancer bill was trapped in political 
wrangling in the Senate. Once again, 
Lasker went straight to the people, en- 
listing the help of Eppie Lederer - a k a 
Ann Landers. In her first ever “Dear 
Reader” column, Lederer urged the 
public to write lawmakers in support of 
the bill. They wrote in droves. Former 

Sen. Alan Cranston received 60,000 let- 
ters in five weeks, and Senate staffers, 
swimming in a sea of mail, put up a sign 
that read, “Impeach Ann Landers.’‘ 
The bill was signed into law in Decem- 
ber 1971, giving the NCI $800 million 
more over five years and allowing the 
director to send his budget requests di- 
rectly to the White House. 

With her whispery voice and spun- 
sugar hair, Lasker’s demeanor belied a 
will of iron and an obsession with finding 
cures for disease that left her with many 
allies but few friends. “She was intimi- 
dating; everything about her was so 
strong,” says Lederer, one of Lasker’s 
few intimates. Her single-mindedness 
also prompted her to invest overblown 
hopes in treatments; she sold some of 
her own artwork to fund testing for in- 
terferon because she believed it could be 
the “magic bullet” t o  cure cancers. 
Forms of the drug are now used to treat 
some kinds of cancer, but her largest 
expectations for the drug did not materi- 
alize. Yet her dedication gave Lasker a 
level of influence far deeper than her 
pockets. “She had this incredible integri- 
ty in a world where some people aren’t 
on the level,” recalls Kennedy. “When 
you struck Mary Lasker’s bell, it rang 
with authenticity and commitment.” 

Near the end of her life, Lasker la- 
mented what she perceived as a lack of 
presidential will t o  combat disease. 
“Carter had no interest in health what- 
soever,” she said in the early ’80s. 
“Reagan has not cut the cancer or  oth- 
er NIH budgets . . . yet. God knows 
what will happen. Nixon turned out to 
be  the  most sympathetic president 
we’ve ever had.” And when Mary 
Lasker died, biomedical research lost 
the most effective friend it ever had. W 
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m Some groups that help: 
Amtican Cancer Society. I599 Clijtort Road 
NE, Atlanta, GA 30329-4251; (800) 227- 
2345; http:/luww.cancer.org 
llmadcanLung- . n. 11740 Broadway, New 
Yo& NY 10019-4374; (800) 586-4872 
American Prostate Society.1340 Chanvood Road. 
Suite F. Hanover, M D  21076; (800) 308-1106 
Cure for lymphoma Foundation. I Dag 
Hammarskjold Plaza, New Yo,/, NY10017; 

National Alliance of Breast Cancer Organizations. 
1 1 ~ ~ 0 . 4 1 ~ c n u e  of the .4nier .~ns.  2iid floor: 
New Yorli, NY 10036; (212) 710-0154 
National Coalition for Canm Sunivorskip. 1010 
Wayne Avenue, 5th floor, Silver Spring, MD 

National Kidney Cancer Assaciation. 1234 
Sherman Avenue, Suite 203, Evanston, IL 
60202-1375; (708) 332-1051; Internet: 
nkca @ mer1e.acns.n wu. edu 

(212) 319-5857 

20910; (301) 650-8868 
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